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ABSTRACT 
 Issue public theory holds that individuals are more likely to base political judgments, 
such as the decision of who to vote for on election day, on issues that are particularly important 
to them.  This subset of issues is presumed to be relatively small in quantity for most individuals, 
allowing them to specialize in information gathering and attention.  There is reason to believe the 
nature of issue publics has significantly changed in recent years as a result of profound shifts in 
the information environment.  Many of the traditional findings within the literature are 
reassessed using data primarily from the 2008 Presidential election.  Though significant changes 
are found, they do not, as theorized, represent a strengthening of issue publics within society.  If 
anything, people appear to emphasize a larger array of issues today than ever before and rely no 
more heavily upon important issues than unimportant ones in their voting decision.  Evidence is 
found, though, for a mediating role of the particular form of media the individual engages in.  
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I. INTRODUCTION 
 On April 15, 2013, brothers Tamerlan and Dzhokhar Tsarnaev planted and exploded two 
bombs fashioned from pressure cookers near the finish line of the Boston Marathon.  Three 
people died and many more were seriously wounded.  Four days later, the entire city of Boston 
was turned into a ghost town as law enforcement officers swarmed the small suburb of 
Watertown.  One brother had already died in the course of the manhunt and the other was on the 
run.  It made for very compelling television and it seemed that the entire nation was focused on 
this Boston suburb. 
 As it turns out, though, not everybody was so enthralled.  David Beard, Director of 
Digital Content for the Washington Post, posted on Twitter at noon that the most-searched story 
on the news agency's Web site, despite the Boston lockdown, was actually a story about the 
divorce of Kim Kardashian and Kris Humphries.  Thirty minutes later, this story was replaced as 
most-searched by an article on a former minister from Michigan sentenced to prison for murder 
of "his fiancée's 24 year old daughter, allegedly to fulfill a fantasy to have sex with a dead 
body."1 
 Contrast that to what could have occurred prior to the massive proliferation of the 
Internet and its impact on modern media.  Now, more than ever, people have the capacity to 
choose their news.  Their choice is no longer limited by the amount of time in the day that a 
handful of major networks, or the column inches their newspapers and periodicals, have.  
Instead, they can seek out the news that interests them by subscribing to email newsletters or 
                                                            
1
 (Levis & Plott, 2013) (Carter & Botelho, 2013) (Gerstein & Samuelsohn, 2013) (dabeard, 2013) (dabeard, 2013) 
(Associated Press, 2013) (Associated Press, 2013) 
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following certain individuals on Twitter or the blogosphere that share their peculiar interests.  
The impact of this change in the information environment must surely be extensive in the 
political realm which is so profoundly impacted by the flow of information. 
 The comprehensive impact of the tectonic shifts taking place in society due to these 
technological advancements is of course far too much to cover in any single study.  Indeed, 
tomes of paper have been written on the subject in various academic journals, scholarly books, 
and popular works.  One potential effect of these shifts, however, that could prove truly 
monumental to the study of political behavior is how it could dramatically increase the role of 
interest in politics, issues, and candidates.   
 Where voters may have once relied almost exclusively on the passive reception of news 
according to the editorial decisions of executives at ABC, NBC, or the New York Times, the 
modern voter can actively seek out information pertinent to his interests.  One theory of political 
science for which this holds particular importance is that of issue publics, the idea that many 
members of the public, while not highly motivated to engage themselves with information and 
make decisions based on most issues, are very enthusiastic about certain issues salient to them.  
This modern information environment, which allows for access to more diversified information 
according to the interests of the recipient, is perfectly suited for such a voter who may have 
previously been limited in his ability to focus attentions on his unique interests. 
 The purpose of this paper is to revisit the idea of issue publics in the modern information 
environment.  If context matters as some authors suggest, then this area is in need of an updated 
examination and analysis.  The contribution is to revisit a literature grounded in empirical 
analysis from 20-30 years ago and see if the theories and findings change in the modern climate.  
 3 
 
 
 
 
 
II. LITERATURE REVIEW 
 Democratic theory has long rested on the notion that individuals can and do evaluate 
candidates and make voting decisions based on public policy preferences.  Indeed, it seems 
paramount to the central doctrine of electoral accountability that voters do in fact make such 
judgments.  Political science, on the other hand, has struggled mightily with the search for 
attitude-based voting. 
 Anthony Downs, in Economic Theory of Democracy, more formally laid out in 
mathematical terms that which many hold to be self-evident:  that voters make decisions based 
on the proximity of party or candidate policy positions (Downs, 1957).  While the theory 
satisfies normative desires for democracy, empirical research has had incredible difficulty 
backing it up.  An alternative approach is represented by The American Voter and "The Michigan 
Model," which placed little power in ideology and issues, placing instead pre-eminent 
importance on affective attachment to groups, namely political parties (Campbell, et al., 1960). 
 Since then, unwilling to give up on issue voting, scholars have engaged in an on-going 
struggle to find a role for issues in politics with increasing success.  The Changing American 
Voter suggests that The American Voter, though likely true at the time of the study, did not 
account for significant changes to the political system which developed in the 1960s, notably the 
breakdown of consensual politics and growth of divisive conflict, increasing the role of issues in 
politics (Nie, et al., 1976).  The literature remained highly dubious, though, of the traditional 
view of the model, enlightened citizen. 
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 One particular avenue of study which attempted to patch up the holes  in issue voting 
theory is the issue publics literature.  This school of thought originates with Converse in 1964, 
who made the following observation about public opinion: 
The simple conclusion seems to be that different controversies excite different 
people to the point of real opinion formation.  One man takes an interest in 
policies bearing on the Negro and is relatively indifferent to or ignorant about 
controversies in other areas.  His neighbor may have few crystallized opinions on 
the race issue, but he may find the subject of foreign aid very important.  Such 
sharp division of interest are part of what the term 'issue public' is intended to 
convey (Converse, 1964, p. 246). 
Noting the high cost of information,2 the issue publics literature holds that "voters are 
characterized as being concerned with a narrow subset of issues with the content of the subset 
varying from voter to voter (Davis, et al., 1970)." 
  Though issue publics have been met with  opposition in the academic literature, some 
substantial evidence has been provided.  Perhaps most convincing of all, representatives speak 
and think in terms of issue publics, assigning great value to the extent to which different groups 
of their constituents are likely to care about their votes on specific policies (Fenno, 1978) 
(Fiorina, 1974). One particular issue public that has received much attention in the literature is 
the group of passionate activists involved in the issue of abortion.  Abortion activists on both 
sides of the issue appear to be very passionately and even obsessively engaged with the issue, 
almost exclusively driven by the single attitude (Luker, 1984). 
 Empirically, the most consistently observed characteristics of issue publics were laid out 
by Krosnick in 1990: citizens think more frequently about important attitudes, perceive 
                                                            
2
 (Downs, 1957) (Fiske & Taylor, 1991) 
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candidates as more polarized on important issues, and form candidate preferences on the basis of 
important attitudes (Krosnick, 1990).3 More recently, Hutchings provided another layer to the 
issue publics literature by stressing the mediating role of the information environment in 
activating the prior interests of the voting public.  In his view, the public can best be viewed as 
"sleeping giants" whose potential preferences are powerful enough to shape legislative behavior: 
The information environment plays a critical role in facilitating the ability of 
ordinary citizens to monitor their elected officials.  Hence, the Internet represents 
an important technological innovation that holds enormous promise for the shape 
of this environment (Hutchings, 2003, p. 138). 
 Here, this paper takes a step back to examine the role of the information environment in 
mediating the issue public phenomenon.  In fact, one of the most important theoretical 
consequences of membership in an issue public is its impact on the information sought and 
comprehended by the individual: 
People are probably acutely attuned to information they encounter that is relevant 
to policy attitudes they consider personally important, whereas information 
relevant to unimportant attitudes is more likely to be ignored.  Among 
information that is attended to, people are more likely to think deeply about and 
elaborate upon information relevant to important policy attitudes (Krosnick, 1990, 
p. 68). 
 While the simple equation of interest leading directly to information consumption is 
appealing, the information environment historically experienced by most people severely limits 
this relationship.  Converse famously said in 1990, "The two simplest truths I know about the 
distribution of political information in modern electorates are that the mean is low and the 
                                                            
3
 Also see (Krosnick, et al., 1994) 
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variance high (Converse, 1990, p. 372)." Indeed, most people know very little about politics and 
those that do are most significantly differentiated from their counterparts by the resources they 
have making them able to spend more time and money attaining relevant information. 
 This is likely due, to a large extent, to the media environment in which citizens have 
historically lived.  The passive nature of television and radio news, and even to a certain extent 
print media, requires the citizen to wade through extensive amounts of coverage of both news 
and non-news items in order to find any information particularly relevant to the voter's decision 
calculus.  The predominant view of information gathering in this historical environment, then, is 
best represented in Popkin's The Reasoning Voter.  In it, Popkin explains that the typical voter 
utilizes "low information rationality" with information inadvertently attained as a byproduct of 
daily life (Popkin, 1991). 
 In such an environment, extensive media coverage is required for issue attitudes and 
party ties (and presumably voting decisions) to affect one another (Dancey & Goren, 2010).  
Such coverage is ultimately governed by majority interests which must compete with news and 
non-news items that individuals can spend their time consuming.  The resulting effect is the 
"issue attention  cycle," characterized by rapid growth in coverage followed by a steady decline 
as the public grows bored with the subject.  This dissolution of interest in a given issue occurs, 
often before the issue is even handled by the government, as long as a majority do not continue 
to have some form of intrinsic interest in the story (Downs, 1972). 
 Television, by its nature, is also predominantly concerned with what is called horse-race 
coverage rather than substantive policy coverage.  "Television, in other words, is not giving 
people enough to read about the substance of political coalition building because it ignores many 
important campaign signals (Popkin, 1991, p. 230)." This is because television must provide 
broad appeal in order to compete for viewers and ratings. 
 7 
 As the predominant form of news media consumed by the mass public, television created 
a passive, majoritarian information environment in which the voting public merely attained 
information about the issues and political events chosen to satisfy the interests of the largest 
possible segment of voters.  Issue publics, then, characterized by intense passion for issues which 
often do not garner such interest from a majority of voters, have little support from such an 
information environment.  The modern information environment, ushered in with the advent and 
widespread use of the Internet, has turned this environment on its head. 
 Internet usage has exploded in recent years in the United States from under 2 users per 
100 people at the time of the 1992 election to nearly 75 in 2008 (World Bank, 2012).  Facebook, 
the social networking site which had only 1 million active users in 2004, had more than 100 
million active users in 2008 (Associated Press, 2012).  Political scientists are racing to 
understand the consequences of this radical change in the information-gathering process. 
 Prior studies indicate that political knowledge tends to be generalist in nature rather than 
specialized (Hutchings, 2003) (Delli Carpini & Keeter, 1996).  This finding has always been one 
of the more damaging to the issue public theory.  It runs counter to the notion that such 
individuals seek out information and are more actively engaged on issues that they find 
important.  The findings are made even more curious in light of studies which find evidence that 
citizens do in fact seek out information on personally relevant issues such as the confirmation 
vote of Supreme Court Justice Clarence Thomas (Hutchings, 2001).  One potential answer for 
such findings is that these studies are based on data from a time before widespread use of the 
Internet and the ability to seek specific kinds of information.  
 Whereas voters may have been more interested in certain subjects, the media system 
forced a more general attainment of information by not allowing for customized information 
access.  Instead, the voter would watch the nightly news and read the paper.  Occasionally, the 
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voter may uncover a story on a particularly interesting topic, but was provided little by way of 
means to target the process of information acquisition at such topics.  The Internet, on the other 
hand, allows for highly customized information gathering. 
 Of course, this is nothing new to the political science literature.  Extensive research has 
been conducted on the subject of selective media exposure (Jones, et al., 2011) (Arceneaux, et 
al., 2012) (Stroud, 2007) (Stroud, 2008).  This literature is predominantly focused, however, on 
the polarizing nature of selective exposure to broadcast journalism, with the advent of Fox News, 
MSNBC, and politically charged cable news networks.  It remains a step behind the impact of 
the Internet which takes this to another level, allowing individuals to select not just the political 
slant of their coverage, but the content of the coverage itself. 
 This customization, providing unique information for individuals, has far-reaching 
effects.  On the one hand, the optimistic approach holds that increased access to information is a 
normative good for democracy.  Joe Trippi, best known for managing Howard Dean's 2004 
Presidential campaign, emphasized the role of the Internet as a medium in the political system.  
"While TV was a medium that rendered us dumb, disengaged, and disconnected, the Internet 
makes us smarter, more involved, and better informed (Trippi, 2008, p. 227)." 
 Others are not so convinced, pointing to a range of consequences which may not be so 
good for democracy.  One such concern is that voters may now more easily than ever avoid 
political information entirely (turning instead to the latest Kardashian gossip as demonstrated on 
the day of the manhunt for Dzhokhar Tsarnaev).  "As technology continues to evolve, the 
knowledge gap between the information privileged and the information underclass is likely to 
grow (Graber, 1996, p. 34)." Of course, uninformed voters have a very negative normative 
implication for democracy.  And, although much of the political science literature holds that the 
uninformed voters are simply random noise (Erikson, et al., 2002), Bartels indicates that 
 9 
uninformed voters often very poorly choose their candidates in a way that is biased against 
challengers and even produces a partisan skew, significantly impacting the results of elections 
(Bartels, 1996). 
 On the other end of the spectrum, those with intense passions and interest in particular 
issue attitudes can avoid opposing viewpoints and potentially important issues entirely.  This is a 
product of cognitive dissonance, the tendency for people to seek out information that is 
consistent with their own attitudes (Festinger, 1957). Such behavior has been recently found to 
be more pronounced among strongly held attitudes (Brannon, et al., 2007).  The Internet, then, 
by providing an avenue for people with passionate opinions to seek out information consistent 
with those opinions results in "echo chambers" that serve to reinforce such preconceptions 
(Zaller, 1992) (Sunstein, 2007) (Bartels, 2002) (Bartels, 1988).  These echo chambers effectively 
eliminate the natural mechanism by which mass opinion is influenced by elite level conflict, 
producing conflicting predispositions within the electorate (Alvarez & Brehm, 2002). 
 Noelle-Neuman wrote about the "spiral of silence" in 1974.  Her contribution was that 
people are more vocal and active in politics when they believe themselves to be in the majority 
on the issue, or at the very least are reassured of future success on the issue.  The Internet 
provides more and more groups of passionate minorities with the opportunity to connect with 
like-minded individuals, advancing such assurances to a much greater extent than prior 
information environments would have ever allowed.  Whereas certain issues do not play well on 
national television news, they most certainly may be incredibly important to some small segment 
of the population.  Their ability to access information about the issue and communicate with 
others with similar attitudes and interests is vital to that segment's political efficacy.   
 In the past, unless united by some natural geographic proximity, this segment of the 
population was very limited in its ability to connect with one another.  Now, they can connect 
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and network, elevating their confidence level, growing more vocal, exercising the reverse of the 
spiral of silence (Noelle-Neuman, 1974) (Bennett, 2012).  As a result, Bimber forecasts 
"accelerated pluralism in which the Internet contributes to the on-going fragmentation of the 
present system of interest-based group politics and a shift toward a more fluid, issue-based group 
politics with less institutional coherence (Bimber, 1998, p. 133)."  
 Issue-based politics relies on more than just knowledge of the issues themselves and 
strong positions on those issues.  It relies on knowledge of candidate positions.  The modern 
information environment furthers this, as well, in two ways.  First, it allows interested voters to 
seek out information about the candidate pertaining to their particular interests.  Second, it allows 
candidates to target campaign efforts to particular constituencies based on known interests. 
 By allowing individuals to more intimately follow and understand candidates themselves, 
the modern information environment increases the ability of interested voters to learn about the 
candidates. Studies show that not only the ability of the public to place the candidates on issues 
but the relative certainty with which they do so is crucial.  In fact, risk aversion, or the tendency 
to vote against candidates about which voters are uncertain of issue positions has been found to 
be just as important as issue agreement itself (Alvarez, 1997) (Bartels, 1986). 
 Attitude extremity, either by the communicator or the listener, has been found to increase 
certainty of perceptions in political communication (Huckfeldt, et al., 2000).  Attitude extremity, 
therefore, intrinsically linked with interest in the issue, promotes both the likelihood an 
individual takes the time to seek out information on the subject and the likelihood that he knows 
how to interpret the information, producing certainty.  The modern information environment, 
which minimizes accidental information exposure and increases active, purposeful exposure, 
then, can serve to increase the importance of interest and attitude extremity in voting behavior. 
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 Further, candidate strategies utilize modern technology to personalize their campaigns.  
Candidates can now target information from the campaign using what has been termed "dog-
whistle politics," sending campaign materials about specific issues and addressing attitudes 
which are likely to be more important to the voter.  These strategies are informed by modern 
polling, which allows candidates more confidence in position-taking effects, leading to the use of 
wedge issues to pull cross-pressured partisans in lieu of moderating stances (Hillygus & Shields, 
2008). 
 Therefore, in addition to allowing individuals to actively pursue more targeted 
information, individuals are likely to be bombarded with information geared towards 
particularized interests.  And, candidates are free to take stronger positions rather than 
equivocate due to lower risk.  Candidates are further encouraged to take strong issue positions to 
raise the money to engage in the targeted politics involved in persuading uninformed voters 
(Baron, 1994).  The resulting candidate contrast will serve to only further increase issue voting, 
especially among the well informed and motivated voters (Highton, 2004) (Highton, 2010). 
 It is no wonder, then, that we see a polarized political climate.  This polarization is 
discussed in both academic and popular sources.  This is not to say that the modern information 
environment is exclusively responsible for the polarization witnessed in modern America.  It is, 
however, one important possible explanation that must be explored. 
 The modern information environment has served to unleash the natural tendency among 
people, long hypothesized and empirically sought among political scientists, to make political 
decisions based on particularly important attitudes.  Further, the diversity of these interests, 
characterized as issue publics by Converse,  is no longer suppressed by a one-size-fits-all media 
environment.  The Internet has, in effect, freed people to engage, or disengage, themselves with 
as many, or as few, political issues as they desire.   
 12 
 The modern information environment, then, fosters issue publics at a never before seen 
level in the following ways.  It increases the capacity for members of issue publics to selectively 
pursue information pertinent to their passion, allowing for more information specialization.  It 
increases capacity for communication within issue publics, reinforcing passion with confidence 
and reassurance.  It increases candidate capacity to target information to issue publics and 
reduces the risks associated with position-taking, further facilitating issue voting.  It is 
reasonable, then, to expect to see changes in the extent to which issue publics manifest 
themselves in the electorate.  The findings of the traditional issue publics literature, which have 
not seen much advancement in the past decade, should be reassessed in this entirely new context. 
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III. HYPOTHESES AND THEORY 
 The crux of my theory lies in the role of the information environment in mediating the 
relationships between resources, interest, and information consumption and, as a result, political 
behavior.  These relationships are modeled below in Figure 1.  Resources refer to everything 
from an individual's education, wealth, and free time which make the individual more capable of  
 
 
bearing the costs of attaining and comprehending information.  In essence, it is the supply side of 
the equation that determines the likelihood that an individual will engage in the process of 
consuming information.  Following this comparison, interest represents the demand side.  It is 
the extent to which an individual is willing to pursue information despite its cost. 
 Together, the resources available to and the interests within an individual help to 
determine the extent to which he consumes information.  The type and quality of information 
consumed then profoundly impacts the political behavior of the individual.  The issue publics 
literature adds additional relationships to this dynamic.  It posits that many individuals specialize 
in their interests rather than attempting to grasp the full spectrum of political issues.  This 
specialization, though largely a product of values and internal characteristics of the individual, 
can also be at least partially attributed to resources and candidate behavior.  Resources limit the 
Figure 1 
Resources 
Interest 
 
Information 
Consumption 
 
Information 
Environment 
 
Political  
Behavior 
Candidates 
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ability of an individual to suffer the costs of attaining information about a large range of issues.  
Candidates also substantially impact interests by staking positions (or not doing so) in such a 
way that increases the perceived relevance of an issue and demands attention. 
 My proposition is that the information environment substantially impacts the nature of all 
of these relationships.  Specifically, the information environment constrains the impact of both 
resources and interest on information consumption as well as the impact of resources and 
candidates on the scope of individual interests.  The modern information environment is 
characterized by the following: 
1. Information costs have decreased. 
2. More information is available about any given issue. 
3. Information is available about more issues. 
4. Communication is no longer limited by geography. 
5. Information can be targeted at specific audiences. 
6. More information about voters is available to candidates. 
These six characteristics of the modern information environment are the basic assumptions of my 
theory.  From these assumptions, and certain concepts borrowed from the issue publics literature, 
I will develop a series of hypotheses. 
 The first assumption, that information costs have decreased, is a product of two basic 
trends in our society.  The first is increased access to technology, including the widespread 
proliferation of computers and Internet access.  The second is the increasing convenience of such 
technology to access information seamlessly throughout the day.  The combined effect is that 
more people have access to information that is easier to attain. 
 It follows that we should see a significant decrease in the role of resources in access to 
information.  Specifically, as it relates to issue publics, the lowered costs of information mean 
 15 
that it is easier for someone to engage themselves with a wider spectrum of issues.  Additionally, 
as the sixth assumption points out, candidates have more information available to them about 
voters.  This encourages strategic position taking rather than equivocation on issues, increasing 
the likelihood that contentious issues will be highlighted by campaigns and further facilitating 
interest in various issues.  We should, then, see a diversification of interests among the 
population. 
H1: In the modern information environment, individual voters should be more interested 
in a larger array of issues.  
 The second assumption, that more information is available about any given issue, and 
the third assumption, that information is available about more issues, are products of the 
diversification of information sources created by modern technology.  Where individuals 
may have once had access to three major television networks and a local newspaper, they can 
now access any newspaper story, library archives, or independent research and opinion as 
narrow as a newsletter from a national pro-life organization or as broad as news bulletins 
from the Associated Press.  They can learn everything there is to know about maritime trade 
agreements at the click of a button.  Their information is not limited to the issues which are 
interesting to the majority of the public nor is their information limited by time and space. 
 The fourth assumption, that communication is no longer limited by geography, 
expands upon this by noting that people do not just have access to information from media 
outlets, but they are actually now able to network and communicate with other citizens from 
across the globe about the issues for which they are passionate.  While this increased capacity 
for communication could allow for greater interaction between opposing cultures and 
perspectives, social-psychological studies have long noted people's natural tendencies to seek 
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out self-reinforcing information via cognitive dissonance.  The result is access to large social 
groups of like-minded individuals to reinforce preconceptions. 
 It could be argued that this is even more important for issue publics than access to 
information itself, particularly when the passion is driven by deep convictions, personal 
values, and experiences.  In such cases, new information may be irrelevant to someone who 
so strongly holds a belief based on the present information.  The confidence of having 
company in that conviction, on the other hand, can make the difference between a passionate 
activist, and a disillusioned non-participant. 
 Taken together, these assumptions allow an increased role for particular interests to 
impact political behavior by relieving the constricting effect of the information environment 
on the role of interest.  Where individuals may have always had a desire to seek out more 
information about certain issues and like-minded individuals on those issues, past 
information environments severely limited their capacity to do those things.  In the modern 
information environment, many barriers are removed. 
 As such, we should expect to see a much more profound role for issue interest to play 
in political behavior.  First, an individual with particular issue interests is likely to be 
polarized on the issue more frequently due to greater information access and ability to find 
community support. 
H2: People who are interested in an issue hold more extreme positions on that issue than 
others. 
Second, an individual with particular issue interests should be more likely than ever before to 
base his political behavior on those issue attitudes due to both higher efficacy and greater 
understanding of the issue. 
 17 
H3: People who are interested in an issue are more likely to vote for the candidate 
they agree with on that issue than are others who also agree on that issue. 
Corollary - This effect should be most profound among information seekers, those 
who more regularly consume media, especially among those who use the Internet. 
 The fifth assumption, that information can be targeted at specific audiences, and the 
sixth assumption, that more information about voters is available to candidates, are a product 
of campaign use of modern technology.  Campaigns have at their disposal massive databases 
of voter information allowing them to target particular constituencies based on their interests.  
Additionally, modern polling allows candidates to better understand the opinion of the 
electorate.  These two factors allow campaigns to utilize issues in ways that they have never 
been able to in the past, when information about voters was sketchy at best and position 
taking on contentious issues was incredibly risky. 
 Now, candidates emphasize particular issues strategically to certain groups of the 
electorate in order to maximize electoral output.  Voters, then, are more likely to receive 
information relevant to their interests about candidates' positions and candidates are more 
likely to broadcast clear positions in the first place.  This should allow voters to more readily 
perceive the positions of the candidates, which are more polarized, especially on the issues 
that matter to them. 
H4: Members of an issue public perceive candidates as more polarized on that issue 
than do others. 
Corollary - Members of an issue public are more certain of their perceived placement 
of the candidates on that issue than are others. 
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IV. DATA AND METHODS 
 Five datasets were utilized to test the four hypotheses and explore the accuracy of the 
theory presented in this paper:  the American National Election Study (ANES) 2000 and 2008 
Pre- and Post-Election Surveys, a 1993 Times Mirror survey, and 2004 and 2012 Pew Research 
surveys.  The primary focus of the analysis rests on data provided by the 2008 ANES data; 
however, the other polls were chosen to specifically address questions which the 2008 data could 
not on its own.4 
 In order to test the first hypothesis, updated data comparable with that used by Krosnick 
to assess the distribution of the number of highest importance groups was needed.  Krosnick used 
1980 and 1984 ANES surveys because they included questions which required the respondent to 
rate the importance of a series of issues.5  In an attempt to reassess the nature of this distribution 
across time, the 2008 ANES survey was used.  While the question of importance was asked on a 
number of issues, responses from nine issues were selected for the purpose of this study6 because 
they include questions pertaining to  the respondent's position on the issue, the importance of the 
issue, and their perceptions of candidate positions on the issue.  All of these data were necessary 
to test the full range of hypotheses in this paper and the data was hence limited to the issues on 
which all such questions were asked. 
                                                            
4 A complete summary of descriptive statistics of variables included in this study is available in Table 1 of the 
Appendix. 
5 The Krosnick analysis referenced here is on page 77-78 and Table 10 of "Government Policy and Citizen Passion 
(Krosnick, 1990)."  
6 These issues include the government spending/services tradeoff, defense spending, government health insurance, a 
government guaranteed job/income, a path to citizenship, aid to blacks, the environment, women's role in society, 
and abortion. 
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 Limiting the number of issues in this way actually helps with the comparability as the 
1980 and 1984 surveys used by Krosnick only asked respondents to place themselves on seven 
and four issues, respectively.  Following Krosnick's model, respondents were coded as members 
of a highest importance group for a given issue if they rated the issue at the highest level of 
importance given as a possible response.7  The percentage of respondents who fell into different 
numbers of highest importance groups was then charted similarly to Krosnick. 
 To add more depth to this analysis, the Roper Center's iPoll service was used to query 
polls outside of the ANES study which asked questions pertaining to issue importance over the 
years since Krosnick's analysis.  Three such polls were selected8 due to the breadth of issues 
addressed and the consistency of their structure, each giving four different possible levels of 
importance for a number of issues.9  These data were treated in the same manner as the ANES 
data and added to a Table to mimic Krosnick's 1990 analysis.  The results are provided in Table 
3 and visually demonstrated in Table 4 in Appendix D. 
 The 2008 ANES data allowed for a little bit more analysis of the trend, specifically by 
looking at potential variables which could influence the number of issues a respondent finds very 
important.  Two variables were selected to represent the information environment's influence:  
                                                            
7 Respondents were given four possible levels of importance on all issues.  On some questions, the responses 
included not important at all, not too important, somewhat important, and very important.  On other questions, the 
responses replaced the two middle responses with slightly important and moderately important.  Using Krosnick's 
method of creating a binary importance variable should equate these two sets of responses. 
8 These were a Times Mirror Poll conducted May 18-24, 1993, using a sample of 1,507 adults, a Pew/Princeton 
Survey Research Associates International Survey conducted October 15-19, 2004, using a sample of 1,568 adults, 
and a Pew Research Center 2012 Values Survey conducted April 4-15, 2012, using a sample of 3,008 Adults. 
9 The 1993 Times Mirror Poll used options Critical, Very Important, Somewhat Important, and Don't Know.  The 
two Pew polls in 2004 and 2012 used options Very Important, Somewhat Important, Not Too Important, Not At All 
Important.  The Pew polls also allowed respondents to choose an option that they did not know or refused to answer 
the question.  Although the lack of continuity in language is regrettable, especially considering the highest 
importance group in the Pew polls is the second highest importance language used in the Times Mirror Poll, it 
should not harm the validity of the comparison. 
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newspaper usage and Internet usage.10 To test their impact on the number of issues a respondent 
finds very important, a linear regression was chosen.  The dependent variable was not simply the 
number of highest importance groups an individual was a member of because not all respondents 
were presented with the same number of issues to rate.  To make up for this, a new variable was 
created which represented the percentage of issues which were rated of highest importance 
among those the respondent was asked to give an opinion.  The dependent variable has 23 
distinct values between 0 and 1 the distance between which is meaningful.  Thus, a linear 
regression is appropriate.  The independent variables, in addition to newspaper and Internet 
usage, included a more general interest in campaigns as well as control variables for 
identification with either party, partisan strength, education, age, race and income.  The results 
are presented in Table 5 in Appendix E. 
 In order to test the impact of issue importance (henceforth characterized as membership 
in an issue public) on respondent polarization, ordinal regression was chosen.  Respondent 
polarization was operationalized by generating a variable equal to the absolute value of the 
difference between the value associated with the respondent's self-identified position11 on the 
issue and the middle position.12  In effect, this created a set of dependent variables (one for each 
issue) which measures a respondent's distance from the center.  These dependent variables were 
ordinal in nature, with no set definition for the gap between each value and only taking a 
maximum of three values, making an ordinal regression appropriate.  Independent variables used 
                                                            
10 Both newspaper and Internet usage represent the number of days in a typical week the respondent reads the 
newspaper or uses the Internet to read about news in a typical week.  Select respondents were also chosen for an 
alternative question wording that asked about the number of days in the previous week.  Given that there is no 
reason to suspect the previous week to be atypical, there should be no significant disadvantage to treating the two 
groups of respondents the same. 
11 Respondents were given options for all issues which fell along an ordered scale from one to seven (see Footnote 
12 for lone exception.) 
12 Such a moderate position was provided as a response for all issues except for abortion which, unfortunately, had 
an even number (4) of positions to choose from.  For the issue of abortion, the middle position was 2.5, the median 
of the values represented by choices given to the respondent (1, 2, 3, and 4). 
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included membership in the issue public, identification as a Democrat or Republican, partisan 
strength, and control variables for age, education, income, race, and gender.  A separate 
regression was run for each issue.  The results are provided in Table 6 in Appendix F. 
 A further analysis of the role of the modern information environment in facilitating the 
polarizing effect of membership in an issue public was conducted using the issue of defense 
spending.  Defense spending was chosen because it was one of two issues which demonstrated 
significant effects from membership in the issue public, partisan identification, and partisan 
strength.  To test the role of the modern information environment, the same ordinal regression 
was repeated four times for different sets of respondents. 
 The first regression was run on only those respondents who said that they did not read a 
newspaper in a typical week.  The second regression was run on only those respondents who said 
that they did read a newspaper in a typical week.  The third regression was run on only those 
respondents who said they did not use the Internet to get news in a typical week.  The fourth 
regression was run on only those respondents who said they did use the Internet to get news in a 
typical week.  The results of these four regressions can be found in Table 7 in Appendix G. 
 In order to test the power of issue public membership in determining vote behavior, 
logistic regressions were run using vote choice as the dependent variable.  Vote choice was 
operationalized into two separate binary variables.  One variable was coded 1 with a vote for 
Barack Obama and 0 with a vote for anybody else.  The other variable was coded 1 with a vote 
for John McCain and 0 with a vote for anybody else.  With a binary dependent variable, logistic 
regression is appropriate for this analysis. 
 Issue agreement, issue public membership, and sharing the same party with the candidate, 
as well as control variables for age, education, income, race, and gender, were chosen as 
independent variables.  Additionally, an interaction term was included for issue agreement and 
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issue public membership.  Issue agreement was operationalized by creating a dummy variable 
and setting it equal to 1 if the respondent's self-identified position was equal to the respondent's 
placement of the candidate and 0 if not.13 Logistic models were run separately for each issue and 
each candidate.  The results can be seen in Table 8 in Appendix H.  For easier interpretation, 
Gary King's Clarify program was used to produce predicted probabilities for voting for either 
candidate according to the model (King, et al., 2000).  All independent variables were set to their 
mean except for membership in the issue public, issue agreement, and their interaction term.  
These variables were set to specific values to examine interesting cases the results of which are 
presented in Table 9 in Appendix I 
 To further analyze the role of the media environment in these effects, the abortion issue 
public's role in affecting votes for John McCain was looked at more carefully using the same 
technique as was demonstrated previously with defense spending.  The logistic regression from 
the previous analysis was repeated four times among newspaper readers, non-newspaper readers, 
Internet users, and non-Internet users.  The results are presented in Table 10 in Appendix J. 
 Turning to perception of candidates, ordinal logistic regressions were run for each issue 
using perceived candidate polarization as the dependent variable.  This variable was 
operationalized as the absolute value of the distance between the respondent's placement of the 
two candidates on each issue.  The created variable is ordinal for similar reasons as respondent 
polarization was.  Independent variables were chosen to be membership in the issue public, 
respondent polarization on the issue, identification with either party, and partisan strength.  
                                                            
13 The weakness of this binary approach, obviously, is that it does not consider issue proximity.  Someone who 
places himself as a 7 on a scale from 1 to 7 and places the candidate as a 6 is coded the same if he had placed the  
candidate as a 1.  The binary approach lacks such nuance, but also avoids the assumption that the distance between 
points on the scale are equal in the mind of the respondent. 
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Additionally, an interactive term was added for respondent polarization and issue public 
membership.  The results are presented in Table 11 in Appendix K. 
 Finally, the analysis of certainty of candidate placement required the use of 2000 ANES 
data.  The 2008 data did not include questions concerning the certainty of the respondent's 
placement of the candidates; however, the 2000 data did.  Using the 2000 data, ordinal logistic 
regressions were conducted on the dependent variable of certainty as reported by respondents on 
the issues of abortion, gun control, and the environment for candidates Al Gore and George W. 
Bush.  Membership in the issue public, identification with the same party, partisan strength, and 
education were used as independent variables.  The results are presented in Table 12 in Appendix 
L. 
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V. ANALYSIS 
 First, it is interesting to note the relative sizes of the issue publics studied in the 2008 
data.  As Table 2 demonstrates, the largest issue public at the time of the survey was the 
government health insurance issue, with 44% of those asked identifying the issue as Very 
Important.  This should not be surprising considering the extent to which the 2008 campaign 
focused on the issue.  At the opposite end, aid to blacks was only rated so highly by 27% of 
respondents when asked.  The sizes of these groups are likely in a very good range for analysis 
because they are just large enough to present a substantial sample size and yet not so large as to 
diminish the distinct nature of the issue public.  Indeed, there is likely a substantial variation of 
caring even within these groups, but this binary distinction serves to ease the empirical analysis. 
 Both Table 2 and Table 3 demonstrate very effectively that the typical voter appears to 
have taken up interest in a much broader array of issues since the data was collected in 1980 and 
1984 for Krosnick's 1990 study.  While Krosnick found that greater than 50% of respondents 
rated no issues at all as Very Important, the 2008 ANES only saw 13% of respondents do so.  
The shift is even more apparent among the Times Mirror and Pew Research polls.  The mode of 
the distribution has clearly shifted away from the left side of the graphs in Table 4, representing 
fewer issues.  This is the case even though the graphs have been standardized in their width so as 
to account for the varying numbers of issues queried in the various polls. 
 The first hypothesis, then, has been very powerfully affirmed.  People seem to care about 
more issues now than they used to.  As to why that is the case, we must now turn to Table 5.  
While the theory presented for why the first hypothesis should be expected was based on 
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increased usage of the Internet and easier access to information, the regression model does not 
back that up.  In fact, the frequency with which someone uses the Internet is actually correlated 
with a decrease in the percentage of issues they find important.  This could be the product of 
their ability to avoid more general news sources such as television and print media.  More 
general interests in the campaign and the strength of partisan attachment, though, appear to 
provide the key support for diversification of interests. Another interesting finding, though, is 
that Democrats appear to have been interested in significantly fewer issues than Independents 
and Republicans in 2008.  A curious finding, this deserves more research.  Alas, it lies beyond 
the scope of this study. 
 As for the second hypothesis, that members of issue publics should hold more extreme 
positions on the issue than others, the results are very supportive.  In fact, membership in the 
issue public has a significant and positive effect for seven of the nine issues.  Curiously, one of 
the issues for which there was no such effect was the issue of abortion.  There are two reason for 
which this could be expected.  First, it could be argued that abortion is such a polarizing issue 
that even those who do not care passionately about it must choose one side or the other, thus 
diminishing the ability for members of the issue public to differentiate themselves.  The second 
reason deals with the methodology of the survey.  Abortion, unlike the rest of the issues, only 
consisted of four alternatives rather than seven.  This means that there are only two possible 
values for respondent polarization on abortion rather than four as is the case with the other 
issues.  This dramatic decrease in variation on the dependent variable could deflate the 
significance of the model. 
 It is also interesting to note that there are a few partisan effects in these results as well.  
Republicans appear to hold less extreme positions on the government spending/services tradeoff, 
defense spending, and abortion.  Republicans appear to have more extreme positions, on the 
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other hand, on the issue of aid to blacks.14  Additionally, strength of partisanship, as might be 
expected, does seem to have some kind of polarizing effect; however, the effect is only 
significant on four issues and does not generally seem to have as much effect as membership in 
the issue public. 
 Table 7 indicates that the polarizing effect of issue publics only takes place among those 
who seek news through newspapers.  This supports the theory of this paper in that it indicates 
that the information environment mediates the effect of issue publics, though the relationship is 
backwards from that expected.  The theory held that the Internet, through access to echo 
chambers, would produce polarization.  It appears, though, that issue publics have a greater 
polarizing effect among those who do not use the Internet than those that do.  The opposite is 
true of newspapers. 
 Perhaps the most interesting findings can be found in Table 8.  First of all, partisan 
alignment is clearly very important for vote behavior.  Second, issue agreement was fairly 
predictive as well.  In fact, on all but the issue of a path to citizenship for John McCain, agreeing 
on the issue with the candidate made a respondent more likely to vote for the candidate.   
 Things get really interesting, though, when you look at the various effects of issue publics 
in voting behavior.  First of all, members of issue public appear to be biased toward one 
candidate on three issues:  path to citizenship, aid to blacks, and abortion.  Those who find a path 
to citizenship or abortion to be Very Important were significantly more likely to vote for John 
McCain.  Those who found aid to blacks to be Very Important were significantly more likely to 
vote for Barack Obama. 
                                                            
14 It is worth noting that the way that the models were conducted, with dummy variables for Democrats and 
Republicans, the results should be interpreted as compared to Independents which are the baseline category. 
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 The expected interactive effect between issue agreement and issue public membership, 
however, is not found.  In fact, the interaction term only appears to have any significance with 
three issues and, based on the predicted probabilities of voting for either candidate demonstrated 
in Table 9, the relationship is not consistently in the predicted direction.  For example, on the 
issue of aid to blacks, given that an individual agrees with John McCain, 39% would vote for 
him if they do not find the issue important.  Theoretically, a higher percentage of those who 
agree and also find the issue important should vote for McCain.  The findings indicate, though, 
that only 23% of those who agree and find the issue important would be expected to vote for 
McCain. 
 Table 10 dives more deeply into these effects on the issue of abortion and finds that the 
media environment is once again important, though not in the manner expected.  In fact, the use 
of newspapers and the use of the Internet seem to behave similarly with regard to mediating the 
role of the abortion issue public in affecting the vote for John McCain.  That role seems to be 
that issue publics have less of an impact among those who read newspapers or use the Internet.  
Issue publics, on the other hand, play a rather large role among those who do not do either.  This 
could be evidence that issue publics actually do serve to fill in the gaps when more information 
is either unavailable or the voter does not have the resources to attain it.  Instead of assessing 
candidates more generally which greater information would allow them to do, issue publics 
allow for heuristic use of simple, key issues for those who have little access to or desire for 
broader political information. 
 Perhaps no portion of the theory presented in this paper can be so resoundingly rejected, 
though, than that which holds that members of issue publics will perceive candidates as more 
polarized than others, better able to pick up on subtle distinctions in the positions of the two 
candidates.  In fact, members of issue publics were not significantly different from others on a 
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single issue in their perceived candidate polarization.  Instead, this seems to be driven by 
respondent polarization and partisan strength, both of which increase the perceived polarization 
of the candidates.  
 On the other hand, members of issue publics do appear to be significantly more certain of 
their candidate placements.  This effect does appear to be mediated in some way by something 
about the candidates, though.  On the issue of gun control, members of the issue public were 
significantly more certain of Al Gore's position than they were of George W. Bush's position.  
This could be a product of Bush's complex public position on the issue confounding even those 
who have the most interest in that position.   
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VI. DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION 
 The findings of this paper warrant one grand conclusion: it is time to reassess the role of 
issue publics.  Fundamental shifts have taken place since the most famous and powerful studies 
on the subject were conducted.   Specifically, people are paying attention to more issues.  Where 
the distribution of respondents used to consist of a massive number of people who appeared to 
care very little about any issues and a relatively few who cared about more than just one or two, 
the modern landscape appears to be more of a bell curve with very few falling on either extreme. 
 This finding, if corroborated by further study, could indicate a normatively profound 
event for democracy.  The literature that spawned the theory of issue publics was built as a 
reaction to those who scoffed at the idea that the mass public could rationally guide its 
government using sound reasoning based on issue positions.  It was built from the idea that 
people do not have to understand and act upon a vast array of issues, but only those which are 
important to the them. 
 Now, in the modern information environment, it appears that people are learning about 
and becoming fascinated with more issues than ever before.  This does not, as the theory in this 
paper had suggested, appear to be a product of Internet usage.  Further study should examine 
whether this is a product of campaign effects which, due to the modern information environment, 
are likely to involve increased position taking and strategic priming of specific issues.  This 
could explain why Democrats and not Republicans, subject to different campaign strategies, 
placed greater importance on different numbers of issues.  Or, it could be some other cause.  
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Either way, the unmistakable trend that people care about more issues now than they used to 
must be reconciled through the literature. 
 The findings, on the other hand, raise serious doubts about the traditional assumptions 
about the behavior of issue publics.  Members of issue publics do appear to have more extreme 
positions than others and are more certain of their placement of candidates than other.  They do 
not, however, seem to be more likely to use agreement on the issue in determining their vote 
choice.  Very few effects were demonstrated consistently across issues and candidates.  Very 
little effort has been made in the literature to explain this variation. 
 Why did the findings of this paper not reflect the expectations based upon traditional 
issue public theory? There are a series of potential explanations.  The first explanation is 
theoretical.  It could be that the role of issue publics has been mischaracterized in this paper.  
This paper has predominantly viewed issue publics in the classical model of Converse and 
Krosnick which view them as self-motivated individuals.  Hutchings, on the other hand, viewed 
issue publics as sleeping giants who had to be activated by information sources.  Perhaps those 
signals, in this modern information environment, are more easily avoided, thus reducing the 
importance of the issue public in voting behavior. 
 Another explanation is methodological.  The variables used to capture media 
consumption, for one, do not discriminate based on the manner in which the media is used.  For 
example, someone who simply logs in to the online site for their preferred cable news network is 
likely to be exposed to the same type of information as a conventional media user.  The active 
form of Internet usage, on the other hand, seeking out information on blogs and more unique 
Web sites would be coded the same in this data. 
 And, finally, this paper does not address the potential for issue position transference.  For 
example, a member of an issue public is expected to be more likely to vote based on agreement 
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with the candidates on that issue.  This paper tests this by looking at whether or not people more 
frequently vote for candidates they agree with on the issues they find important.  This method 
could provide a false negative if individuals do in fact choose candidates based on issues that are 
more important to them, but then either adopt the position of their chosen candidate or project 
onto that candidate their position on other issues.  This would produce an inflated level of issue 
agreement on non-important issues. 
 Still, none of these explanations would seem to rationalize the finding that, on some 
issues for some candidates, the interactive effect of agreement and importance is negative.  
Overall, the findings must be viewed as conflicting with issue public theory. 
 I have demonstrated in this paper, though, that one potentially fruitful avenue of study 
lies with the analysis of the mediating role of the information environment in issue publics.  
Issue publics are a product of their environment.  That environment has fundamentally changed.  
The analysis in this paper has presented two instances in which variation of information sources 
has produced significant changes to the effect of issue public membership. 
 One such finding is that those who read the newspaper are generally more polarized by 
issue publics than those that use the Internet which runs counter to the echo chamber hypothesis.  
The other finding is that the gathering of more information seems to decrease the role of issue 
publics in determining vote behavior. 
 Taken together, the findings of this paper indicate that our understanding of issue publics 
and their role in American democracy is at best incomplete.  How important issues are is 
important, but not in the same way at all times.  Future research must determine the nuances of 
these relationships in a changing environment and recognize that what was true in 1980 is not 
necessarily true today.  
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